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(57) ABSTRACT

A method for identifying clock timing discrepancies in a
plurality of clocks that are each associated with a seismic
receiver, comprises the steps of collecting from at least a pair
ofreceivers a data set corresponding to a selected time period,
cross-correlating the data sets between at least one pair of
receivers so as to produce cross-correlated data for positive,
zero, and negative time lags, comparing the cross-correlated
data for the positive and negative time lags to measure a
timing asymmetry about the zero-lag time, and, for a receiver
pair for which there is a non-zero timing asymmetry, using the
asymmetry to identify a timing discrepancy between the
clocks associated with that receiver pair. The each data set can
be filtered so as to obtain data in a selected frequency range,
which may avoid an active shot frequency. The data may be
collected in the absence of active seismic shots.
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SEISMIC CLOCK TIMING CORRECTION
USING OCEAN ACOUSTIC WAVES

PRIORITY CLAIM

The present application is a national filing under 35 USC
§371 of PCT/US2010/058635, filed 2 Dec. 2010, which
claims priority from U.S. Provisional Application 61/266,
335, filed 3 Dec. 2009, both of which are incorporated by
reference.

RELATED CASES

Not applicable.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The invention relates to clocks used in ocean bottom sen-
sors for recording seismic signals and more particularly to
methods for correcting for clock timing errors and inaccurate
positioning information.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

In deepwater ocean bottom nodes surveys, autonomous
seismic detectors are placed on the seabed and make continu-
ous or intermittent seismic recordings. During the recording
periods, a plurality of seismic signals (“shots™) are transmit-
ted into the ocean and/or into the seafloor for the purpose of
seismically illuminating the subsurface formations, as illus-
trated schematically in FIG. 1. Seismic signals that have been
refracted, reflected and/or transmitted through the subsurface
are recorded by the seismic detectors. After recording the
resulting seismic signals for a period of time, the nodes are
recovered and the seismic data they have recorded are pro-
cessed for the purpose of extracting information about the
subsurface. In order to extract meaningful information, it is
advantageous to determine the location and relative timing of
each seismic node.

Typically, the placement of any given node on the seabed is
known to only limited accuracy, due to limitations of the
positioning and placement equipment. In addition, there may
be operator errors in the positioning process, which add to the
errors arising from equipment limitations.

Still further, the very precise clocks that are needed for
seismic data analyses tend to drift unpredictably over time.
Some clocks may lose time while others may gain it, and the
rate of drift for a given clock may vary over time. Over the two
month time period of a typical seismic survey, clocks may
easily drift as much as 50 ms in either direction. Finally,
operator errors in the initial clock synchronization or final
data collection may add to the drift-derived errors.

Knowledge about the location of the seismic node may be
improved by comparing the arrival times of many active shots
from the sea surface to each node. This location will have
limited accuracy, however, because of uncertainties in the
location of the active shots and changes in water velocity over
the time interval of the active shooting program.

For these reasons, there remains a need for improving the
degree of precision that is possible in ocean bottom seismic
surveys.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention provides methods and systems for
improving the degree of precision that is possible in ocean
bottom seismic surveys. One preferred embodiment of the
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present invention provides a method for identifying clock
timing discrepancies in a plurality of clocks that are each
associated with a seismic receiver, comprising the steps of a)
collecting from at least a pair of receivers a data set corre-
sponding to a selected time period; b) cross-correlating the
data sets between at least one pair of receivers so as to produce
interferometric data for positive, zero, and negative time lags;
¢) comparing the interferometric data for the positive and
negative time lags to measure a timing asymmetry about the
zero-lag time; and d) for a receiver pair for which there is a
non-zero timing asymmetry, using the asymmetry to identify
atiming discrepancy between the clocks associated with that
receiver pair.

The method may further include the step of filtering each
data set using a frequency filter so as to obtain data in a
selected frequency range before step c). The frequency filter
may be selected so as to avoid an active shot frequency or may
be selected using a function of water depth and water velocity.

Step a) may be carried out in the absence of active seismic
shots and may include sensing ocean sound waves.

Step b) may include selecting the positive and negative
time lags so as to obtain a set of cross-correlated data that
includes both causal and acausal events for each receiver pair.

Step d) may include, for each receiver, determining
whether the causal and acausal events are equidistant in time
from the zero-lag time. This step may be carried out using at
least one technique selected from the group consisting of
visual inspection, snap trough analysis, and feature compari-
son or cross-correlating the positive lag trace with the nega-
tive lag trace to find the optimal discrepancy that aligns the
positive and negative traces. Step d) is optimally carried outin
a time window that includes the causal and acausal events.

The method may further including repeating steps a)
through c) using more than two receivers and averaging all of
the timing discrepancies from every receiver to every other
receiver. The method may further include comparing each
correlation with every other correlation to the average of the
timing discrepancies.

Similarly, the method may include repeating steps a)
through c) over time and identifying rate of clock error accu-
mulation.

In other embodiments, a method is provided for detecting
position errors in a plurality of receivers that are each asso-
ciated with a seismic receiver, comprising the steps of: a)
selecting at least two pairs of receivers for which presumptive
position data are known; b) collecting from said pairs of
receivers a data set corresponding to a selected time period; ¢)
cross-correlating the data sets between each pair of receivers
s0 as to produce interferometric data; and d) comparing the
interferometric of said pairs of receivers and using the output
of said comparison to identify detectors that are anomalous
and whose presumptive position data are therefore incorrect.
Step d) may comprise using at least one technique selected
from the group consisting of visual inspection, snap trough
analysis, feature comparison, and linear interpolation with
arrival time versus presumptive position. The method may
further include the step of using arrival times between mul-
tiple receivers in a least squares network adjustment.

Asused in this specification and claims the following terms
shall have the following meanings.

“QOcean acoustic waves” refers to acoustic energy propa-
gating through water column and detectable at seafloor. This
energy can be generated by wind, gravity, surface activity,
tides, currents, and/or thermal flow, among others.

“Causal” and “acausal” responses are responses generated
by cross-correlation of recorded data at positive and negative
lag times, respectively.
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“Dispersive linear moveout” refers to a dispersive wave
that is substantially locally linear.

“Omnidirectional” is intended to encompass ambient
waves that are substantially omnidirectional, as distinguished
from waves from a point source or from a single direction.

In the description that follows, the words “receiver,”
“node,” and “detector” may be used interchangeably and it
will be understood that, for purposes of describing the inven-
tion, they are intended have the same meaning.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

For a more detailed understanding of the invention, refer-
ence is made to the accompanying wherein:

FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram of a marine seismic survey-
ing system in which the present invention could be used;

FIG. 2 is a plot showing continuous data broken into ~15
second long traces, from a single seismic receiver (hydro-
phone) after applying a 5 Hz low-pass filter during an interval
of active shooting in which the shot interval is approximately
12 sec.;

FIG. 3 is a plot analogous to FIG. 2, but recorded during a
time period where no active shots were fired;

FIG. 4 is a plot showing data derived by cross-correlating
45 days of continuous signals after applying a 5 Hz low-pass
filter for a reference hydrophone receiver with signals from
several other receivers located at increasing distance from the
reference receiver;

FIG. 5 is a plot showing data derived by cross-correlating
the same signals used in FIG. 4 during passive intervals by
muting data collected during active shooting times within the
45 days;

FIG. 6 is a plot showing data derived by cross-correlating
signals for the same time period used in FIG. 4, but after
applying a 2 Hz low-pass filter to the data; and

FIG. 7 is a plot of the same data as FIG. 5, but in which
position information about one receiver pair has been
switched.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF A PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT

In preferred embodiments, the present invention is carried
out in a marine environment such as is illustrated in FIG. 1.
Although one preferred embodiment includes receivers that
are spaced apart in a regular array, it is not necessary to the
success of the invention that the receivers be equally spaced,
in rows, or in an array. Still further, and as discussed below, it
is not necessary that the present invention be carried out
offshore.

The sensors useful in the present invention may be an array
of receiver nodes or a row of receivers spaced apart along an
ocean-bottom cable. During the survey period, the present
invention is not dependent on communication between an
individual receiver and either its neighbors or a central device.
Inpreferred embodiments, the invention allows for correction
of clock times in multiple receivers that have not been con-
nected to any synchronizing device for a period of time suf-
ficient to allow drift to occur.

Referring now to FIGS. 2 and 3, continuous recordings for
a single hydrophone receiver recorded during periods of
“active” shooting and during a “passive” interval where no
shooting was taking place are shown. In FIG. 2, the intermit-
tent (12 sec. period) shot signals can clearly be seen despite
the application of a 5 Hz low-pass filter to the data. In FIG. 3,
recorded during “quiet” periods during which no coherent
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artificial noise was produced, no particular signal is evident,
as the receivers recorded only the ambient noise signals.

It has been discovered that certain omnidirectional waves
that exist in the ocean can be used advantageously to create
interferometrically derived clock comparisons, which can in
turn be used to identify and correct clock timing errors. In
particular, it has been discovered that low-frequency waves
travelling through the ocean are detected by seismic detectors
and that cross-correlations of the resulting signals across
pairs of receivers gives an accurate measurement of clock
drift.

The ocean acoustic wave energy is continuously present
and is recorded by all seismic sensors placed on the seafloor.
If a sensor array is provided and the data recorded at a given
reference receiver is correlated with the recording at another
receiver for positive, zero, and negative time lags, the result is
a trace that contains the relative arrival time information of
the ocean waves that have traveled in both directions between
the reference receiver and the other receiver. In the absence of
active shots or other artificial noise sources, the strongest
arrival in such interferometric data in deepwater environ-
ments will be the guided arrival (of the omnidirectional
waves) along the water column, and will be represented by
dispersive linear moveout. For perfect node location and
accurate timing, this event will behave predictably between
the detectors. Any outliers along this arrival can be assumed
to be attributable to timing error and/or node positioning
errors. As the arrival times for waves propagating in the
direction from the reference receiver to another receiver
should be the similar to the reciprocal propagation from the
other receiver to the reference receiver, it is expected that, for
detectors with accurate timing, causal and acausal arrivals
arrive symmetrically with respect to zero time lag.

Thus, in accordance with a preferred embodiment of the
invention, the receiver signals in a receiver array are cross-
correlated to give an interferometric trace. As shown in FIG.
4, the resulting plot for each receiver includes a clear causal
event 10 and acausal event 12 which is partially repeated at
~12 sec intervals because of the presence of the active shots
16. In FIG. 4 the traces are shown in order of increasing offset
from the reference receiver.

When only data from passive periods are used, the causal
and acausal events discernable in FIG. 4 are markedly clearer,
as shown in FIG. 5. Passive periods, i.e. periods during which
no active shots are fired may occur during seismic surveys
during periods of bad weather, equipment stoppage, or the
like. Passive periods as short as 1 hour can give meaningful
data for use in this invention, but data collection periods on
the order of at least tens of hours are preferred. Data collection
periods do not have to be continuous.

In addition, FIG. 5 shows a clear outlier 14, in which the
timing of the waveform for the receiver whose trace is shown
at 17 is not equidistant from the zero lag time T=0. This is an
indication that there is a disparity between clock in that
receiver line and the clock in the reference receiver. The
detection of outlier 14 can be carried out using any suitable
technique, including but not limited to visual inspection, snap
trough analysis, and feature comparison.

Alternatively or in addition, a frequency filter can be
applied to the data before cross-correlation. Since the shot
frequency bandwidth is known, a low-pass filter with a pass
threshold below, and more preferably well below, the shot
frequency bandwidth will effectively remove the shot signals
from the cross-correlation, as can be seen in FIG. 6, which
spans both active and passive time periods. Thus, like FIG. 5,
FIG. 6 clearly shows the causal and acausal effects 10,12 and
the outlying trace 17.
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While the interferometric signals useful for the present
invention could theoretically be generated using active
sources, the accuracy of interferometric data depends in part
on the multi-directionality of the source signal. Thus, data
from ocean acoustic waves, which can be considered omni-
directional, are preferred for use in the present methods over
active shots, which are inherently uni-directional or require
that sources be placed in several positions. Nonetheless, pairs
of spaced-apart active sources moving through several posi-
tions could be used to generate substantially equivalent data.

In another embodiment, the causal and acausal signals for
a given receiver pair can be compared to the zero lag time. If
the clocks in the reference receiver and the given receiver are
both accurate, the causal and acausal signals will be equidis-
tant from the zero lag time, as illustrated in most of the traces
in FIGS. 5 and 6. Conversely, if one or both of the clocks is
inaccurate, the causal and acausal signals will not be equidis-
tant from the zero lag time, as illustrated at trace 17 in FIGS.
5 and 6.

In some embodiments, it may be desirable to compare the
clock disparity for each receiver pair to an average disparity
taken across several receiver pairs, so as to produce a sug-
gested correction value for each clock. In preferred embodi-
ments, the timing discrepancies between a given receiver and
all other receivers are averaged.

The noise in an interferometric analysis will depend on the
average uniformity of omni-directionality of the energy
source and longer time intervals will improve the analysis.
For shorter time intervals, we have discovered that the ambi-
ent ocean wave energy is not purely omni-directional, but
arrives preferentially from certain azimuthal directions. This
will produce spatially correlated errors in the timing error
estimations. By averaging the timing error estimate from a
given node with respect to many other nodes located at vari-
ous positions, preferably various azimuthal positions, these
errors can be reduced.

One advantage of the present invention is that it can be used
to identify inaccurate clocks even when the clock identifying
information has become lost or corrupted. Likewise, the
present invention can be used to confirm that each clock/
receiver pair is correctly identified, to identify which clock
belongs with each receiver line when the clock/receiver infor-
mation has become lost or corrupted, and/or to correct posi-
tion information when receiver position information has
become lost or corrupted.

Correcting position information may include looking for
such outliers along the so-called guided arrival to detect node
positioning errors. Thus, in one embodiment, the presence of
a seismic detector with a position error can be detected by
comparing the output of the cross-correlation of several pairs
of nodes for which presumptive position data are available.
The comparison can be carried out using any known tech-
nique, including using a linear interpolation with arrival time
versus presumptive position data to identify detectors that are
anomalous and therefore mispositioned. Referring briefly to
FIG. 7, it can be seen that the position data for the receivers
whose traces are shown at 22 and 24 have apparently been
switched.

When this technique is carried out for a set of receiver pairs
that are believed to lie at a particular separation from one
another, it is possible to determine a “best fit” relationship
between the arrival time and separation distance of the guided
wave arrival that can then be used to identify anomalous
receivers.

Still further, arrival times between two receivers can be
used to determine their separation, and arrival times between
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6

multiple receivers can be used in a least squares (LSQ) net-
work adjustment (trilateration), such as are known in the art.

Another advantage of the invention is that it can be used
during times when sea conditions prevent the acquisition of
conventional data. Noisy passive data may be recorded, for
example, during periods of shot inactivity during storms.
During these times, active shooting is typically curtailed in
the field because the noise degrades the quality of active
seismic.

Still another advantage of the invention is that it enables
measurement of clock drift rate over time without requiring
any additional equipment or calibration. Data from different
time intervals can be used to determine clock drift rate and
whether it is constant over time. The resulting information
can be used to correct concurrently-collected seismic data,
thereby allowing more accurate information about the sub-
surface to be provided.

While the present invention has been described and dis-
closed with respect to preferred embodiments of the inven-
tion, it will be understood that variations and modifications
can be made without departing from the scope of the inven-
tion, which is set out in the claims that follow. For example,
while a preferred embodiment has been described herein with
respect to ocean acoustic waves, it will be understood that the
concepts disclosed are applicable in any environment in
which omnidirectional or “daylight” acoustic noise exists or
can be simulated. Thus, the present techniques can be used in
onshore applications as well as marine; with adequate cou-
pling, microseisms and other ambient or artificial noise can
function in the same manner as the ocean acoustic waves
described herein.

Unless expressly stated, the sequential recitation of steps in
the claims is not intended to include a requirement that the
steps are performed in a particular order.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method for identifying clock timing discrepancies ina
plurality of clocks that are each associated with a seismic
receiver placed on a seafloor in a water column, comprising
the steps of:

a) collecting from at least a pair of receivers placed on the
seafloor a data set corresponding to a selected time
period said data set comprising guided wave arrivals of
multi-directional waves propagating through the water
column;

b) cross-correlating the data sets between at least one pair
of receivers so as to produce interferometric data for
positive, zero, and negative time lags;

¢) comparing the interferometric data for the positive and
negative time lags to measure a timing asymmetry
between causal and acausal events about the zero-lag
time; and

d) for a receiver pair for which there is a non-zero timing
asymmetry between the causal and acausal events, using
the asymmetry to identify a timing discrepancy between
the clocks associated with that receiver pair.

2. The method of claim 1, further including the step of
filtering each data set using a frequency filter so as to obtain
data in a selected frequency range before step c).

3. The method of claim 2 wherein the frequency filter is
selected so as to avoid an active shot frequency.

4. The method of claim 2 wherein the frequency filter is
selected using a function of water depth and water velocity.

5. The method of claim 1 wherein step a) is carried out in
the absence of active seismic shots.

6. The method of claim 1 wherein step a) includes sensing
ocean acoustic waves.
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7. The method of claim 1 wherein step b) includes selecting
the positive and negative time lags so as to obtain a set of
cross-correlated data that includes both causal and acausal
events for each receiver pair.

8. The method of claim 1 wherein step d) includes, for each
receiver, determining whether the causal and acausal events
are equidistant in time from the zero-lag time.

9. The method of claim 8 wherein determining whether the
causal and acausal events are equidistant in time from the zero
lag time is carried out using at least one technique selected
from the group consisting of visual inspection, snap trough
analysis, and feature comparison.

10. The method of claim 1 wherein step d) includes cross-
correlating the positive lag trace with the negative lag trace to
find the optimal discrepancy that aligns the positive and nega-
tive traces.

11. The method of claim 10 wherein the cross-correlation
in step d) is carried out in a time window that includes the
causal and acausal events.

12. The method of claim 1, further including repeating
steps a) through c) using more than two receivers and aver-
aging all of the timing discrepancies from every receiver to
every other receiver.
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13. The method of claim 12, further including comparing
each correlation with every other correlation to the average of
the timing discrepancies.

14. The method of claim 1, further including repeating
steps a) through c) over at least two time intervals and iden-
tifying rate of clock error accumulation.

15. A method for detecting position errors in a plurality of
receivers that are each associated with a seismic receiver
placed on a seafloor in a water column, comprising the steps
of:

a) selecting at least two pairs of receivers placed on the

seafloor for which presumptive position data are known;

b) collecting from said pairs of receivers a data set corre-

sponding to a selected time period, said data set com-
prising guided wave arrivals of multi-directional waves
propagating through the water column;

¢) cross-correlating the data sets between each pair of

receivers so as to produce interferometric data; and

d) comparing causal and acausal events in the interfero-

metric data of said pairs of receivers and using the output
of said comparison to identify detectors that are anoma-
lous and whose presumptive position data are therefore
incorrect.



